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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 
Through the study of three prominent piano etudes during the 1830’s to 1850’s, this essay traces 
the growth of the etude, from its origins as an amateur exercise—to the status of a prized concert piece. In 
comparing Frederick Chopin’s Etude Op 10. No. 12 Revolutionary (1831–32), Franz Liszt’s 
Transcendental Etude S. 139, No. 10 Harmonies du soir (1852), and Charles-Valentin Alkan’s Etude Op. 
35 No. 7 L'incendie au village voisin (1847)1, we can plot the unfolding of a romantic aesthetic in music, 
and a compositional height of the etude genre.  
Not only do these three composers share similar birth dates (1810, 1811, and 1813), but they all 
spent time living in Paris and knew each other well. As there was no escaping each other’s works, I 
believe they not only inspired each other with healthy competition, but—considering the slew of 
dedications between the three—cross-pollinated each other with ideas towards an expansion of the etude 
genre. While there is plenty of great literature written about the piano music and composers separately, 
there are only a few dedicated to comparing different etudes of this era.2 
After some context of the genre in Chapter 2—Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are structured the same to 
ensure the topics are covered similarly across the three composers and their works. Some of the 
commentary about these etudes has been both biographic and analytic, so strictly biographical 
information is found earlier in each chapter, and analysis later towards the end. The second subchapters 
are not a comprehensive report of the other etudes by the composer, but give general descriptions and 
touch on highlights. 
 
                                                     
1 The List of Works page found earlier in this document is an easy way of referring to this information. 
2 There are dissertations by Hyo Kyoung Beth Nam, Ignaz Moscheles and the piano etude from Clementi to 
Chopin, 2013, and Peter Ganz, The Development of the Etude for Pianoforte, 1960. 
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Chapter 2: THE COMPOSITIONAL INTRIGUE OF ETUDES AND THEIR 
PEDAGOGICAL BENEFIT 
Piano 
Short didactic keyboard pieces were common in the eighteenth century, and the early nineteenth 
century saw a rapid rise in their scope, including independent sets and illustrations for the many methods 
that appeared. This was in response to the growing popularity of the piano with amateur musicians, yet I 
doubt Bach or Clementi could have foreseen the seismic nineteenth-century changes ahead. 
One of the reasons for this growth was the instrument itself, starting with Cristofori’s new 
fortepiano around 1700. Once production accelerated, so did availability and affordability of the new 
instrument, and playing the piano became more and more popular for the lower class. As demand 
increased, teachers and composers created courses of study, comprehensive methods, and wrote simple 
exercises that would hone specific skills an amateur needed to improve at the instrument.  
By the 1800’s the pianoforte instrument reached a great height, bringing entertainment in the 
living room—much like a stereo of today. The repertoire that was being written and performed expanded 
the concept of performance. By 1789, instrument makers were creating beyond five-octave keyboards, 
and by 1808—just a few years before our three composers in question were born, the piano reached a 
grand six octaves (today’s are just over seven). But even with its bigger range, it was still not the same 
instrument as today’s by any means. The resonance control on a Pleyel—Chopin’s favorite piano—was 
far superior to the modern grand, with the string’s shorter speaking length and clearer bass.1 The 
Viennese pianos Chopin and Liszt would have played in their younger years were also nothing like the 
modern grand—or the Pleyel for that matter—and these pianos’ action mechanisms allowed for an 
                                                     
1 On a Pleyel one could play Chopin’s Op. 10 No. 1 for example, with the written pedaling (one change 
every two measures) while playing soft, without losing any clarity. 
3 
extremely nimble technique, with lighter key weight, and faster repetition. It would only take another 
decade or two for the pianos to be made with cast-iron frames, which increased their sound and 
projection. 
Even the recital itself grew from a parlor-sized intimate affair, to a grander—theater-sized public 
event, and so the journey of the 18th-century exercise into 19th-century etude was propelled by demand as 
well as compositional intrigue for the composers.  
Definition 
A great place to start when talking about the history of the etude, is to clarify the terminology. I’ll 
let Dr. Peter Ganz do the heavy lifting here with a wonderful quote from his encyclopedic dissertation, 
about the difference between an exercise and an etude. 
 
“Etude denotes a complete composition with pedagogic intent and content that features at 
least one consistently recurring problem of physiological, technical, or musical difficulty 
which requires of the player not only mechanical application, but proper study and 
correct interpretation as well.  
 
In contrast, an exercise is a purely mechanical note pattern of undetermined length, 
usually repeated on each chromatic or diatonic scale degree, that will familiarize a player 
closely with a specific technical aspect of their instrument and will develop their own 
physiological faculties; it is never, strictly speaking, a complete musical composition.” 2 
 
It wasn’t until around 1803 with the composer Johann Baptist Cramer, that the word ‘etude’ became 
generally accepted to designate a composition with pedagogical intent.3  
Intrigue 
Composers were attracted to the idea of writing succinct studies well before the aforementioned 
definitions were used. To get some context, let us look back to the earliest examples. Baroque keyboard 
composers began by creating exercises for the harpsichord in the form of preludes, praeambulum, 
                                                     
2 Peter Ganz, The Development of the Etude for Pianoforte., Diss. (Northwestern University, 1960), 12. 
3 Ibid., 68. 
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intonatio, inventions, handstück, variations, toccatas, and miniature sonatas. One of the earliest examples 
of the keyboard etude might be Francois Couperin’s (1668–1733) eight preludes from his treatise L’art de 
toucher le clavecin published in 1716. The presentation of these compositions are unique in that specific 
instructions on how to ornament, finger, and perform, come with the pieces. In 1738, Domenico Scarlatti 
(1685–1757) began to compose Essercizi per gravicembalo (Exercises for Harpsichord); short binary 
form sonatas which provided technical challenges at the same time as charming and beautiful keyboard-
centric writing. Some of the techniques honed in these two to three page sonatas were large leaps, hand 
crossing, fast repeated notes, fast passagework, extended trills, and melodic voicing. One of the worthiest 
predecessors to the etude is Johann Sebastian Bach’s (1685–1750) Well-Tempered Clavier; forty eight 
preludes and fugues one for every key in two different volumes. The original cataloguing place these 
works in volumes called Clavier-Übung (Keyboard Practice), and the pattern-based preludes resemble the 
compositional style of an exercise or etude (Example 2.1). 
 
 
Example 2.1. J. S. Bach’s Prelude No. 2 from Das Wohltemperierte Klavier I BWV 847 No. 2, mm. 
1–3 
 
The etude genre as a form started off, much like exercises, as a monothematic short and succinct 
single section work. It would usually have the form of a sonata allegro, or rondo, or at times the free style 
of a fantasy. Clementi championed the early classical etude; and epitomized its simplicity with one 
texture per etude. In his Introduction to the Art of Playing the Piano from 1803 he features original pieces 
among its fifty examples. His celebrated Gradus ad Parnassum (Art of Playing on the Pianoforte, 
Demonstrated by One Hundred Exercises in the Severe and Elegant Style), included etudes that were 
technically the first ever to be written, but the publication date of the volume in 1817 was much later than 
5 
Clementi’s pupil Cramer’s earlier foray in 1803. Others soon followed like Jan Ladislav Dussek, Daniel 
Gottlieb Steibelt, Joseph Wölfl, and Carl Czerny; specifically publishing hundreds of studies in 
collections, sometimes one for every key. 
Benefit 
Czerny composed over eight thousand etudes and exercises, covering every imaginable technical 
problem on the piano. He was one of the most respected piano teachers in Vienna, reportedly teaching 
twelve lessons a day from the age of fifteen until he retired.4 Some titles from Czerny’s etudes are quite 
descriptive and give a clear topic of instruction; for example De la clarté et delicatesse de l'expression 
(The clarity and delicacy of expression), while others can be more general; School of Velocity, The Art of 
Finger Dexterity. These are very useful for teachers when treating a specific deficiency in a student, 
applying etudes topically. Then Cramer’s 84 Etudes were also highly appreciated by his contemporaries, 
as their form and musical content were another step up again from Czerny and Clementi. 
So these precursors of the piano etude—which were already very common by the beginning of 
the nineteenth century—grew in scale alongside the piano instrument’s technology, the pianist’s appetite 
for technical challenges, and the desire for pianists to grow in their ability.  
The tradition of the étude had developed at the turn of the century as part of a much wider 
institutionalization of instrumental pedagogy, notably at the Paris Conservatoire; indeed 
there is a real sense in which the étude was a creation of the Conservatoire.5 
 
By the late 1820’s there were signs of new developments with studies becoming less obviously 
didactic. Composers began to stretch the limitations of etudes with examples from Hummel, Moscheles, 
Kalkbrenner, and Liszt with his first set in 1827. In 1829, Czerny started muddying the boundaries of 
genre with his 48 Etudes in the Form of Preludes and Cadenzas, Op.161.  
                                                     
4 John Cooper, Historical Dictionary of Romantic Music (Maryland, Scarecrow Press, 2013), 151. 
5 Kornel Michałowski and Jim Samson. Chopin, Fryderyk Franciszek. Grove Music Online. 2001; 
Accessed 8 Mar. 2020. 
6 
Rise 
When Chopin released his Op. 10 Etudes to Europe in 1833, they arguably became the first 
collection of studies or etudes to offer music that suited the stage. Jim Samson says; “they became a 
bridge from the stile brillante6 of the apprentice years to the unmistakable voice of maturity.”7 In Op. 10, 
four etudes feature ternary form with more than one texture (Table 1. Frederic Chopin’s Complete 
Etudes); some contrasting, and some even multiple textures.  
In the wake of this, composers like Liszt and Alkan started creating different sections within the 
etude, and using changing tempos and keys for different characters. They developed musical concert 
pieces whilst still continuing to represent a goal of developing stronger technique, and Etudes began being 
programmed in recitals. For example Clara Schumann’s performance on September 24, 1836, included a 
Great Concert Etude from Chopin’s Op. 10, nestled between a Nocturne and a solitary final movement of 
a Beethoven Sonata.8  
For Paris, The July Revolution of 1830 was a time in which "keyboard virtuosity ... completely 
dominated professional music making."9 By the 1830’s, Paris had become a city of immigrants—some 
escaping political oppression at home forming communities in exile, and it is in this cultural capital where 
the first of our three composers can be found.
                                                     
6 The brillante style played a crucial role in the decades that separated the Classical from the Romantic eras, 
a period Jim Samson defines as ‘post classicism’. 
7 Jim Samson, The Music of Chopin (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1994), 59.  
8 Rosy Ge, A History of the Development of Solo Piano Recitals, Diss. (University of Kansas, 2017), 8. 
9 John Rink, Chopin: The Piano Concertos (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997), 1. 
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Chapter 3: CHOPIN’S REVOLUTION 
Biography 
Frederic Chopin (1810–1849) was born in Poland to musical parents. He was likely taught piano 
by his mother initially, and his first official music tutor was Czech pianist Wojciech Żywny, from 1816 to 
1821. Growing up in Warsaw Chopin became a child prodigy, performing his first concert at age seven. 
In early childhood he was prone to illnesses; in fact for most of his life, Chopin suffered with poor 
health.1  
In 1823, Chopin attended the Warsaw Lyceum, and then in 1826 he began three years of study 
under Józef Elsner at the Warsaw Conservatory. Elsner composed a considerable amount, but did not 
compose much for piano, nor any etudes. 
In 1828, 18-year-old Chopin began to travel throughout Europe, starting with a short visit to 
Berlin where he attended concerts by Felix Mendelssohn and other celebrities. On a seperate trip to Berlin 
the following year, he was a guest of Prince Antoni Radziwill, and he composed for the prince the 
Introduction and Polonaise Brillante in C major for cello and piano Op. 3.  
Chopin then returned via Prague, Dresden and Breslau to Warsaw 1829, when Chopin heard 
Niccolo Paganini play the violin. It was around this time Chopin began his first collection of etudes, Opus 
10, and it wouldn’t have been long after the meeting with Paganini, which was likely connected—even if 
subconsciously. He also composed a little barcarolle, Souvenir de Paganini, a delightful homage in the 
form of an elegant virtuoso piece. It has a simple repetitive left hand accompaniment, and an outrageously 
decorative melody in the right hand in the “brillante style” of his teacher Elsner. Chopin would later 
improve on this youthful work with another triple-meter work with ostinato accompaniment, a less 
virtuosic but masterful Berceuse Op. 57 in 1843–4. 
                                                     
1 Adam Zamoyski, Chopin: Prince of the Romantics (London, Harper Collins, 2010), 6. 
8 
Chopin continued to travel, making several stops in Breslau, Prague, Vienna, Munich, and 
Stuttgart, and during his stay there learned the sad news of the taking of Warsaw by the Russians. At the 
end of 1830 at the age of 20, he finally decided to leave Poland for good, less than a month before the 
outbreak of the November uprising.  
Chopin departed Vienna for Paris on July 20, 1831, excited not only with his experience of 
Western Europe so far, but also for what lay ahead. When he heard of Poland’s failure in its armed 
rebellion against Russia in Warsaw, he had stopped for a few days in Stuttgart (September 8, 1831), on 
his way from Vienna to Paris.2 According to his dairies, he reacted with fury and despair. Later in Paris 
(December 16, 1831), Chopin writes: "All this has caused me much pain. Who could have foreseen it!" 3 
Sadly, Chopin never returned to Poland for the rest of his short life and yet he never really considered 
himself to be French—always seeing himself as a Pole.4 
All this time Chopin had still been working on his Op. 10 Etudes, and most likely he spent the 
first year in Paris completing them. After a few concerts the 21 year old was received and admired in the 
circles of the Paris elite as well as of the young artists,5 and although he didn’t perform in public often, he 
enchanted many from the Pleyel Salon with his poetic playing. When Chopin arrived in Paris, he brought 
with him a variety of works—much more than the virtuoso Liszt’s output at the time. Chopin had already 
composed several Mazurkas, Valses, and Polonaises, the variations for piano and orchestra “La ci darem 
la mano,” the Krakowiak (Grand Concert Rondo); and the two piano concerti, in E and F minor. During 
that first year in Paris, Chopin then went on to produce his Ballade No. 1 and Scherzo No. 1. Even more 
so than Liszt and Alkan, most of Chopin’s music was for solo piano. All of Chopin’s works involve the 
piano, and only a few piano concertos, songs or chamber music include other instruments. 
                                                     
2 Tad Szulc, Chopin in Paris: The Life and Times of the Romantic Composer (USA, Scribner, 1998), 21. 
3 Frederick Niecks, Frederic Chopin, As a Man and Musician Vol. 1 (London, Novello, Ewer & Co. 1945), 
197. 
4 Zamoyski, Chopin: Prince of the Romantics, 128. 
5 Franz Liszt, Life of Chopin (London, Reeves, 1877), 165. 
9 
Chopin didn’t really like others adding to his music either. One evening Liszt played one of 
Chopin’s Nocturnes and added some embellishments of his own. Later after hearing Chopin play the 
same Nocturne, Liszt apologized for his earlier embellishments saying, “You are a true poet.”  
“Oh, it is nothing,” replied Chopin. “We have each our own style.” 6 Chopin was reserved, calm, 
and polite. Franz Liszt speaking to Rev. H. R. Haweis said: 
“Chopin was an exclusive, self-centered personality. He lived inwardly – he was silent, 
reserved, never said much; people were deceived about him and he never undeceived 
them.” 7  
 
We’ll come to learn more about Chopin later in Liszt’s and Alkan’s biographical chapters. Another 
moment between him and Liszt though—more pertaining to our subject, was captured when Chopin 
wrote in a letter to Hiller: 
At this very moment Liszt is playing my Etudes, and transports me beyond the limit of 
rational thought… I would like to steal from him his way of performing my own 
creations.8 
 
Chopin’s Piano Etudes 
“Each etude is as much a study in expression and emotional dynamic as pure technique 
and far transcends the basic didactic objective of dealing with a principal technical 
difficulty.” – Angela Lear9 
 
Chopin’s etudes for the piano comprise three sets published during the 1830s. There are two 
collections of twelve, Op. 10 (1833), and Op. 25 (1837), and Troi Nouvelles Etudes (Three New Studies) 
(1839) to be included in the Méthode des Méthodes of Moscheles and Fétis.  
                                                     
6 Moritz Karasowski, Frederic Chopin; His Life, Letters and Works (London, Reeves, 1906), 279.  
7 Herbert Westerby, Liszt, Composer and his Piano Works (London, The New Temple Press, 1936), 20. 
8 Szulc, Chopin in Paris, 105.  
9 Angela Lear, http://www.ourchopin.com/analysis/etudelear.html. Accessed: 2/12/2020 
10 
The first two of the Op. 10 set were composed in Warsaw in 1830, and were originally called 
Exercise 1 and Exercise 2.10 Chopin approached his Op. 10 etudes in a structured way: each with a 
didactic purpose. These cover a broad spectrum of techniques for the intermediate to advanced-level 
student to develop both hands and ears. A pianist’s skills honed throughout the Op. 10 range from right 
hand four note arpeggios, scales, rapid sixteenth notes, leaps, polyrhythms, thirds, sixths, octaves, chord 
stretching, melodies inside other textures, grace notes, pedaling, and many more. Louis Kentner regarded 
them as “a perfect fusion of the athletic and aesthetic” and some are quite difficult to master (Op. 10 No. 
2). Most of the etudes can be played by a smaller than average hand (average being a 9–10th interval 
reach)11, but Chopin often gives the fifth fingers and thumbs a workout, along with the flexibility of wrist 
to support them (Example 3.1). 
Some Etudes like Op. 10 No. 1, and Op. 25 No. 12’s repetitive patterns resemble an exercise, but 
thanks to a wide range of keys in a Bach-like harmonic progression, tell a story through its ternary form 
(A – B – A – Coda), especially when shaped beautifully with dynamics. Even in a torrent of semiquavers, 
Chopin is still able to write a melody adorning the first of every group of four semiquavers like in the 
accents of Op. 25 No. 12 (Example 3.1). 
 
Example 3.1. Frederic Chopin, Etude Op. 25 No. 12, (Peters, 1879), mm. 15–16. 
 
                                                     
10 Simon Finlow, The Cambridge Companion to Chopin, ed. Jim Samson (Great Britain, Cambridge 
University, 1992), 159. 
11 http://smallpianokeyboards.org/hand-span-data-recent-australian-study. Accessed: 2/16/20. 
11 
Chopin is already departing from a stereotypical etude with —an unusually slow and lyrical 
study, in which a good ear, melodic tone control, phrasing, finger legato and clear pedaling is required. 
The extremely chromatic middle section is both quite difficult to play, and to hear. Fred Yu’s remark in 
his analysis is that every etude is, in addition to what each specifically focuses on, an exercise designed to 
develop a legato style of playing.12 He goes on to say “Chopin’s severest criticism of his pupils was that 
“S/he does not know how to connect two notes.” While I don’t completely agree with Yu’s idea about 
legato (Op. 10 No. 4, 5, 9, Op. 25 No. 4 and 9), Chopin does often use the instruction “sempre legato”, 
and it couldn’t be more fitting for the Op. 10 No. 3.  
He began the Op. 25 set soon after publishing his first collection, and the two share some 
commonalities. The figurations of Op. 10 are often extended in Op. 25, and when one plays through Op. 
25, the last three etudes have quite an impassioned climactic flow, compared to the earlier ones.  
Chopin partially arranged them according to tonalities; the first six etudes start with a major-to-
relative-minor relationship (Table 1), but the tonal organization does not last through to the end of the 
collection, as do that of Liszt and Alkan. Performers in the 19th century would usually select an assorted 
few to create a group within a recital, so order of presentation was not necessarily important. It’s 
interesting to see how many (8) one-motive etudes there are in Op. 10, and how many (6) in Op. 25. 
Andreas Klein makes a great case against the new trend of performing a set as a whole: 
“Unity and completeness in the Chopin Etudes exists, because they contain all technical 
problems of piano playing and encompass the tonal possibilities of the instrument. Thus, 
this collection functions more as an ‘archive’ of pianistic resources, which does not need 
to be performed in its entirety.” 13 
 
 
 
                                                     
12 Angela Lear, http://www.ourchopin.com/analysis/etude.html. Accessed: 2/13/2020 
13 Andreas Klein, The Chopin Etudes, Diss. (Houston, Rice University, 1989), 16. 
12 
Table 1. Frederic Chopin’s Complete Etudes14 
Op. 10, 12 Etudes Published 1833 Textures / Characters 
Etude No. 1 in C major Waterfall One 
Etude No. 2 in A minor  Chromatique One 
Etude No. 3 in E major  Tristesse Two Contrasting 
Etude No. 4 in C♯ minor Torrent Multiple 
Etude No. 5 in G♭ major  Black Keys One 
Etude No. 6 in E♭ minor  Lament One 
Etude No. 7 in C major Toccata One 
Etude No. 8 in F major  Sunshine One 
Etude No. 9 in F minor    Two 
Etude No. 10 in A♭ major  One 
Etude No. 11 in E♭ major Arpeggio One 
Etude No. 12 in C minor Revolutionary Multiple 
 
Op. 25 12 Etudes Published 1837 Textures / Characters 
Etude in A♭ major Aeolian Harp One 
Etude in F minor The Bees One 
Etude in F major The Horseman One 
Etude in A minor Paganini One 
Etude in E minor Wrong Note Two Contrasting 
Etude in G♯ minor Thirds  Multiple 
                                                     
14 Nicknames in middle column are not Chopin’s and are taken from www.imslp.org and 
https://dictionary.onmusic.org/terms/4149-fr_d_ric_chopin (both accessed 03/07/2020). 
13 
Etude in C♯ minor Cello Two 
Etude in D♭ major Sixths Two Contrasting 
Etude in G♭ major Butterfly One 
Etude in B minor Octave Two Contrasting 
Etude in A minor Winter Wind Multiple 
Etude in C minor Ocean One 
 
Trois nouvelles etudes Published 1839 Textures / Characters 
Etude in F minor  One 
Etude in A♭ major  One 
Etude in D♭ major  One 
 
Etude Op. 10 No. 12 in C minor “Revolutionary” 
Because Chopin revised his music compulsively, his works took months or years to write. Most 
of his manuscripts carry no dates probably for this reason (although he did enjoy the shroud of secrecy 
around origins and dates),15 so it is impossible to determine when he first conceived this etude. It is 
possible to get a fair idea based on others that are dated though. Etude Op 10. No. 12 Revolutionary in C 
minor was likely started by late 1831 and finished in 1832 – in his early twenties, and Chopin pushed the 
musical and technical boundaries of piano etudes.16  
In 1827, he wrote the Variations on Là ci darem la mano from Mozart’s Don Juan for piano and 
orchestra, Op. 2. At the suggestion of Elsner, Chopin sent the Variations to Haslinger, who engraved them 
after a memorable performance given by Chopin in 1829. Later in 1831 Robert Schumann then wrote his 
famous review of the piece “hats off, gentlemen: a genius”, a huge endorsement for Chopin’s career, and 
                                                     
15 Szulc, Chopin in Paris, 22. 
16 Ibid., 21. 
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an opening into the international music scene. Around this time, Chopin was also working on his Piano 
Concerto in E minor (his first to be published, in 1830, second to be written), the Scherzo No. 2, and 
interestingly the Polonaise in G minor, his first dramatic-heroic polonaise (written 1829–30, Op. Post).17 
In 1829 he wrote to his friend Titus Woyciechowsk from Warsaw “I have composed a grand 
study in my own manner.” 18 Without knowing directly to what he refers, it could possibly be the way he 
intertwines multiple textures and motifs into one etude—like Op. 10’s No. 3, 4, 9, or 12 the 
Revolutionary. His etudes were then published in 1833 by Probst-Kistner of Leipzig, and in the same 
year, by Maurice Schlesinger of Paris, and dedicated to none other than Franz Liszt. 
Although it was not Chopin who attributed any of the nicknames,19 Revolutionary Etude is a 
suitable one—if not for the current political climate—for its fiery, angst-filled, explosive writing. It was 
Franz Liszt who first called it Revolutionary,20 and Liszt himself composed the first movement of a 
Revolutionary Symphony after the French Revolution of 1830. Liszt also transcribed a song by Chopin 
which has some similarities to the Revolutionary Etude. The song was Chopin’s Op. 74 Narzeczony (The 
Bridegroom's Return), published as a piano transcription by Liszt under the title Six Chants Polonais, 
S.480 (1847–1860).   
C minor is a tempestuous key and is a popular choice for Chopin. Many of Beethoven’s stormiest 
compositions are written in C minor too, and Chopin wrote eleven works in the key, including the famous 
Nocturne Op. Post; a funeral polonaise and march, and his Piano Sonata No. 1. The etude that shares its 
position in the set to the Revolutionary, Op. 25’s No. 11 Winter Wind, is written with similar challenges, 
although in reverse. The Winter Wind’s left hand has the stirring march-like theme, while the right hand 
sweeps around the keyboard in chromatic figuration.  
 
                                                     
17 Szulc, Chopin in Paris, 22. 
18 James Huneker, Chopin, The Man and His Music (New York, Dover Publications, 1966), 79. 
19 Willard Palmer (ed.), Chopin Études for the Piano, Practical Performing Edition (USA: Alfred 
Publishing Co. 1992). 
20 Szulc, Chopin in Paris, 21. 
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Analysis 
Op. 10 No.12 in C minor requires a very nimble left hand and a powerful octave melody 
expressed in the right hand. Marked Allegro con fuoco (lively with fire), and with words like energico 
(energetically), appassionato (passionate), con forza (with force), and stretto (speeding up), it is clear 
what kind of dramatic aesthetic Chopin is evoking.  
Although the most obvious challenge lies with the very active left hand 16th-notes, the right hand 
octave chords used in dotted rhythmic patterns do require some care with the polyrhythms. Cortot 
remarks that: 
It is on the noble and vehement fiction of the right hand that depend the beauty and 
thrilling pathos of this Study.21  
 
It is challenging, though, for the pianist to make a sudden and immediate crescendo wave over just a few 
chords, and so a technique that finds a well-directed source of strength—not from the muscles in the 
forearms—but from one’s core and back, utilizing a bounce in the wrist. 
The left hand passagework, while requiring some serious agility and stamina, is very pianistically 
written, with fast, four note arpeggios that fit well in the hand. The rapid left-hand accompaniment as well 
as the two-handed 16th-note passagework use ergonomic shapes of notes in the key of C minor, and fall 
very comfortably within the hand.22 
 
                                                     
21 Frédéric Chopin, 12 Etudes Op. 10 for Piano, ed. Alfred Cortot (Italy, Éditions Salabert, 2000), 81. 
22 Chopin was an advocate for B major scale in his student’s lessons, where the long fingers (2nd 3rd and 4th 
fingers) play the black keys, and the same is apparent in this etude, with black notes mostly being played by the long 
fingers. 
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Example 3.2. Frederic Chopin, Revolutionary Etude Op. 10 No. 12, (First Edition, Paris, Schlesinger, 
1833), mm. 25–27. 
 
After a strong dominant seventh chord rings out like a gunshot, Chopin uses a neighbor-note 
motif all throughout this etude. This appears as G–Ab–G scattered throughout the right hand of the 
opening, and the A section until m. 25. The neighbor note motif grows when the left hand uses Bb–Cb–
Bb (Example 3.2). Intensity is built harmonically through the inner melody; where in m. 25—C flat turns 
to C natural. It is also this same motif that allows the pianist time to change the angle in their left wrist, 
overcoming the reach between the 13th interval of D natural to B flat. After some bassline movement in 
m. 27—the motif reaches a victorious D and cadences in Bb major.  
 
 
Example 3.3. Frederic Chopin, Revolutionary Etude Op. 10 No. 12, (Peters), mm. 17–18. 
 
The whirlwind of harmony in the left hand is propelled by meandering chromaticism in mm. 17–
18 (Example 3.3). However left hand 16th note passages like those in m. 25 and 26 (Example 3.2) are not 
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so comfortable, and in the first edition by Schlesinger a most unusual finger twister is suggested; “5 2 3” 
in the LH, likely reversed by mistake. Even still, with a good amount of turning in the wrist to maneuver 
from the fifth finger to the thumb, this is more than manageable. There are also some dubious dynamic 
markings you won’t find anywhere else in Schlesinger’s edition: for example m. 53’s decrescendo in the 
right hand.  
As was the norm in this succinct genre, Chopin recapitulates for a holistic ternary form, with the 
main theme from m. 9 repeated in m. 41. The artful intensification of dotted triplets against four 16th-
notes creates more and more complicated polyrhythms in the right hand’s surges, and details like these 
convey a sense of conflict and struggle, as well as separating Chopin from the late classical etude.  
At m. 65 however, Chopin takes a different fork in the road from the opening section, surprising 
us with a victorious Gb major where the narrative’s hero conquers his challenges successfully. This is a 
significant moment as Chopin modulates to a major key for the second time (the other being m. 27–28’s 
fleeting perfect cadence in Bb major), although it is tinged with uncertainty. With the instructions of con 
slancio given (with enthusiasm or abandon), the brief visit to Gb major is undermined by a lack of the 
root in the bass, and the quick resolve to the Db diminished chord.  
When again E major resolves to B diminished in the same way, the revolutionary weapon is 
swung a second time, before a serene and well-deserved lull settles in Eb major—again without any root 
in the bass (Example 3.4). The Schirmer edition features a mezzoforte here, and the Bülow edition a forte, 
but the rest of the editions—including the respectable Paderewski—use either the sforzato piano or forte-
piano. 
 
 
Example 3.4. Frederic Chopin, Revolutionary Etude Op. 10 No. 12, (Peters, 1879), mm. 69–71. 
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Finally, after only six measures of major tonality, the piece slithers back to C minor with its 
crawling, chromatic left hand. The piece ends almost as chaotically and dramatically as it began, yet in C 
major, with more ambiguity than a typical victorious major ending; an unusual plagal-like cadence with a 
minor subdominant chord. Through the neighbor note motif and general chromaticism Chopin created a 
gritty and raw tumult of sound right to the end.
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Chapter 4: LISZT’S TRANSCENDENTALISM 
Biography 
Franz Liszt (1811–1886) was born in Hungary and blessed with a musical father who inspired 
him from a young age. After his father started training him around age seven, Liszt began piano lessons 
with Carl Czerny in Vienna at age nine. Czerny was a most influential figure who himself composed 
around seventy collections of etudes. Liszt would later attribute the etude Harmonies du Soir to Czerny. 
In 1823, Liszt moved with his family to Paris at age twelve (it was eight years later that Chopin would 
arrive), and he lived there for twelve more years—a significant part of his life.  
The aesthetics of French Romanticism made a deep impact on Liszt, and French became his 
"mother tongue", even though he was raised in a German-speaking environment. Four years after moving 
to Paris—when his father died in 1827—his child prodigy days came to an end and he stopped touring. 
Settling in Paris, he started giving lessons in piano playing and composition.1 Although he didn’t 
compose much during this time, he read voraciously to make up for his lack of general education, and 
developed his taste for literature and poetry2—something that likely inspired him to name the Harmonies 
du Soir etude we’ll discuss shortly. This was a time when he socialized in the highest circles of artists and 
scholars, and was influenced by Paganini and Berlioz. Much like Paganini had done for the violin, Liszt 
increased the variety of sonorities achievable of the piano.  
The July Revolution of 1830 inspired him to sketch the first movement of his Revolutionary 
Symphony based on events of those three days of outbreaks. He met Chopin in February 1832, and by 
June 1833 they were close friends,3 both consummate artists with highly-developed techniques striving in 
                                                     
1 Marienne Uszler, The Well-Tempered Teacher (USA, Schirmer Books, 2000), 288. 
2 Nicolas Slonimsky, The Concise Baker’s Biographical Dictionary of Composers and Musicians (Great 
Britain, Simon & Shuster, 1988), 746. 
3 Alan Walker, Reflections on Liszt (USA, Cornell University Press, 2005), 31. 
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a similar direction. Like Chopin, Liszt taught private lessons up to 1832, and after a full concert schedule, 
returned to teaching in the 1850s. However, in this second period of teaching, he taught some of the most 
talented piano students of the day. In order to accommodate increasing numbers, he taught in a 
masterclass style to reach each student in a lasting and beneficial way. 
Liszt wrote orchestrally for the piano—for which the bulk of his music was written—and it was 
with etudes that he achieved a revolution of keyboard style. Ferruccio Busoni asserted that Liszt’s 58 
etudes alone would rank him with the greatest post-Beethovenian composers for the piano.4 Liszt had 
studied, and was familiar with, exercises and etudes written by Clementi, Kalkbrenner, Cramer, Herz, 
Moscheles, and of course his teacher Czerny, and used them with his own students.5 
 
Liszt’s Piano Etudes 
“I practice exercises daily for four or five hours, thirds, sixths, octaves, tremolos, 
repeated notes, cadences, etc.” – Franz Liszt6 
 
Most of Liszt’s compositions for piano during the 1830s were assembled in four large sets. The 
Album d’un voyageur (Album of a Traveler), the first book from Années de pèlerinage (Years of 
Pilgrimage), and the last two sets which were etudes; the second revision of the Transcendental Etudes 
from 1839, and the first version of the Paganini Etudes a year earlier. These two etude collections from 
his late twenties were the first two substantial works of his to be published.  
 
                                                     
4 Franz Liszt’s Musikalische Werke, ed. Ferruccio Busoni (Leipzig, Breitkpof & Härtel, 1908-37), Series 2. 
5 Franz Liszt, Technical Exercises for the Piano, ed. Julio Esteban (Alfred, 1971), 5. 
6 Ibid., 6. 
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Table 2. Franz Liszt’s Etude Collections. 
Etude Titles Date Published 
Études d'exécution transcendante (12 Transcendental Etudes) 1826, 1837, and 1852 
Grandes études de Paganini 1838 and 1851 
3 Études de concert 1849 
2 Konzertetüden 1862 
 
Liszt’s students reported that he seldom talked about technique in lessons, and he is quoted as 
saying that “the dirty linen should be washed at home.” 7 This is no reflection on the importance of etudes 
to him though, if anything the opposite—that etudes work so efficiently at building one’s technique they 
can do so unguided. Between 1868 and 1880, Liszt also wrote three books of Technische Studien 
(Technical Studies S. 146), sixty eight in total, similar to the classical exercises of Czerny and Hanon.  
Like Chopin, Liszt’s etudes are highly original creations, and he challenges the pianist with even 
more virtuosic display than Chopin. The Transcendental Etudes are not as rational though, and underwent 
twenty-six years of crafting before they reached maturity. Three versions exist of this major etude work, 
and it’s fascinating to plot Liszt’s process of composition and his expansion of the etude through the 
changes to playability and cohesion. I will do this in detail for Harmonies du Soir in the Analysis 
subchapter.  
His mastery of musical structure is evidence that Liszt was more than just a virtuoso. The 
Transcendental Etudes are presented with a masterful tonal unity, with six etudes in major keys each 
followed by six in their relative minor keys. As early as the 1830s he wrote for the seven-and-a-quarter 
octave piano of his time, and frequently included “ossias” or alternative versions of passages, future-
proofing for the anticipated modern pianos’ range. 
                                                     
7 Liszt, Technical Exercises for the Piano, 5. 
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Liszt didn’t make many changes after the S.139 publication, but did propose some performance 
alternatives for his students; Stargardt’s auction catalogue from 1966 reproduces an album leaf in Liszt’s 
hand that contains the opening bars of Harmonies du Soir in slightly altered form.8  
Liszt’s other significant collection of etudes was based on themes from Paganini’s violin caprices. 
The first version was composed from 1838–40 and appeared in print in 1840 as Études d'exécution 
transcendante d'après Paganini, S. 140. These six etudes were then revised in 1851; and published as the 
Grandes études de Paganini, S. 141 in 1838, dedicated to Clara Schumann. 
 
Transcendental Etude No. 11 “Harmonies du Soir” 
 “Liszt made a new range of dramatic piano sound possible, and in so doing he 
thoroughly overhauled the technique of keyboard playing.” – Charles Rosen9 
 
Harmonies du Soir is a study in harmonies, broken chords played in quick succession, rapid leaps 
of an octave, chromatic harmonies, chord inversion variations, melodic voicing, aria-like textures, long 
crescendos and phrasing, and climactic sonority control.  
The first appearance of the Harmonies du Soir is in Liszt’s first etude compilation from age 
fifteen (1826); Etude No. 7 from Étude en douze exercices S. 136 (Study in Twelve Exercises). Its first 
version was published in 1827 jointly by Dufaut et Dubois (Paris) and Boisselot (Marseilles) with the title 
Étude pour le pianoforte en 48 exercices dans tous les tons majeurs et mineurs. Liszt had intended to 
produce forty-eight studies in four volumes covering all the major and minor keys, just as predecessors 
like Bach had done before him.10 But at this time, he published only the first volume of twelve etudes 
arranged by key in the descending circle of fifths (C–a, F–d, Bb–g etc.). These were very much in the 
style of his master Czerny and mostly feature single texture etudes. The Etude No. 7, Allegretto con molto 
                                                     
8 Mária Eckhardt, Études d’exécution transcendante; Preface (Munich: G. Henle Verlag, 2004), VII. 
9 Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation (USA, Harvard University Press, 1995), 492. 
10 Eckhardt, Études d’exécution transcendante, VII. 
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espressione in E♭ major, a charming A B A, two-page etude in alternating hand figures, is a condensed 
version of the first theme (Andantino) from future revisions (Example 4.1). There is also a foreshadowing 
of three motifs of the 1852 version; during m. 24-37.  
Liszt intended to continue the series, as a manuscript containing the opening of a study in F# 
major (the enharmonic equivalent of the next key in the sequence) has surfaced.11 He never carried out his 
original plan sadly, although the etudes would occupy him repeatedly later. 
 
 
Example 4.1. Franz Liszt, Exercise No. 7 from “Étude en douze exercices”, S. 136, (Breitkopf & 
Härtel, 1910), mm. 1–3. 
 
While teaching at the Geneva Conservatory in Switzerland (1835–6) Liszt planned to publish the 
24 grandes études originales around September 1836, along with a Méthode de piano which has 
unfortunately disappeared,12 but it had to wait until autumn 1837 in Bellagio where it only contained 
twelve studies.13 
The second version of the Harmonies du Soir was published as Etude no. 11 in the 1837 
collection Douze Grandes Études, S. 137 (Twelve Grand Studies). Liszt had still not given up on the idea 
of completing his full cycle, as can be seen not only from the original title 24 Grandes Études, but also 
                                                     
11 No. 302 in Sotheby’s auction catalogue (London, 17 May 1991). 
12 Eckhardt, Études d’exécution transcendante, VII. 
13 Jacques Vier, Franz Liszt, L’artiste - Le clerc (Paris, 1950), 36. 
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from another fragmentary revision of the F# major study, written down in Milan on 13 September 1838.14 
It’s likely that the planned continuation was superseded by the Paganini Studies.15 
This second 1837 version is much more like the third and final version than the first, the 1852 
being 185 measures compared to 1837 versions' 155 measures. It bore a dedication to Carl Czerny, and 
the Ricordi edition was dedicated to Czerny and Chopin together. After making Chopin’s acquaintance, 
performing with him on stage, and playing the etudes dedicated to him, Liszt revised his adolescent 
etudes while keeping motivic similarities, widening the variety of sections within an etude, and utilizing 
ternary form. For Liszt, paraphrasing was a natural process of composition, and here he mostly reworks 
the accompanimental figures while keeping the original structure and melodic profile. Although the title 
Harmonies du Soir was only given for the final S. 139 version, its topic and character are still present in 
this second version. Robert Schumann spoke of these etudes as “Studies of storm and dread, for at the 
most ten or twelve players in the world.” 16 
The third and final version, Harmonies du Soir (Evening Harmonies), is again the eleventh etude 
of the set of twelve Études d'exécution transcendante S. 139 (Transcendental Etudes), published in 1852, 
and again was dedicated to Carl Czerny. When revising the third 1837 version of etudes, Liszt added 
programmatic titles in French and German to all etudes but Nos. 2 and 10. This final version includes 
polytonality, improvisatory and impressionistic styles, massive chords, extended series of trills, and 
cadenza-like writing. Apart from No. 4 and 10 which were rewritten, S. 139 isn’t all that different from S. 
137.  
 
                                                     
14 No. 837 in the Stargardt auction catalogue of 25–26 November 1997, Berlin. 
15 Christian Ubber, Liszts Zwölf Etüden und ihre Fassungen (Laaber, 2002), 52. 
16 Herbert Westerby, Liszt, Composer, and his Piano Works (Greenwood Press, 1970), 121. 
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Example 4.2. Frederick Chopin, Etude Op. 10 No. 11, (Paris, 1832), mm. 1–12. 
 
Like Chopin’s Etude Op. 10 No. 11 from 1832 (Example 4.2), Harmonies du soir also has large 
stretched rolled chords, which allow lush harmonies to be more manageable for smaller hands. The 
biggest stretch for the hands in the 1852 version is a minor 10th, occurring twice on the first page, and in 
places that can be easily rolled instead of played as a chord (Example 4.3). Because of this the piece is 
relatively accessible, and there aren’t many more rolled tenths in the earlier 1837 version either. 
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Example 4.3. Franz Liszt, Harmonies du Soir Etude No. 11 from Études d'exécution transcendante, 
S. 139, (Breitkopf & Härtel, 1852), mm. 23–26. 
 
The title is reminiscent of the mystical aura of Liszt’s performances, and while Liszt evokes a 
pastoral imagery, he uses it to clarify the piece’s emotional content through images with which the 
listener will be familiar. Jim Samson asserts Liszt likely chose it: 
… because of its conformity to one of the relatively small handful of highly generalized 
archetypes (of plot and expression) that underlie much of his music.17 
 
Attributing a poetic meaning with a title was common practice in the early nineteenth century, especially 
in Beethoven and Berlioz. There are other Transcendental Etudes with more program-specific titles such 
as Mazeppa—inspired by Victor Hugo's poem of the same name, Feux follets “will o’ the wisp”, and 
Chasse-Neige (impetuous wind which raises whirls of snow).18 The French title Harmonies du Soir 
(Evening Harmonies) might be deliberately vague, unlike the Alkan etude title we’ll study in Chapter 5, 
but it possesses symbolic romantic connotations about nature, just like the French poet Baudelaire's 
“Harmonie du soir” (published 1857). 
Being a central theme in the French Romantic Movement, the Soleil Couchant (Sunset), 
which was prominent from Hugo to Baudelaire, emerged out of a unique poetic 
experience which was rooted in the Romantic idea that nature was a vehicle for self-
consciousness. … The visual aspects of sunset, such as the chromatic spectrum of colors 
and ever-changing combinations of light and shadow motivated a rich collection of 
                                                     
17 Jim Samson, Virtuosity and the Musical Work: The Transcendental Studies of Liszt (UK, Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 187. 
18 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendental_%C3%89tude_No._12_(Liszt). Accessed: 2/19/2002 
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metaphors that were easily recognizable in French poetry … Baudelaire's Harmonie du 
Soir was, in a sense, the Symbolistic culmination of the aesthetic Phenomenon.19 
 
Even though Baudelaire’s poem was written six years after Liszt’s eleventh etude, it’s worth reading the 
poem to see the romantic pastoral and emotional similarities. Here is the third stanza:  
The violin thrills like a tortured heart,  
A tender heart, hating the wide black void.  
The sky is sad and beautiful like some great resting-place;  
The sun drowns itself in its own clotting blood.20 
 
The Villa d'Este is a 16th–century villa in Tivoli, near Rome, famous for its beautiful terraced 
Italian Renaissance garden and fountains. It was here in the late autumn of 1881 that Arthur Friedheim 
played for Liszt, as the sun was about to set over the Italian campagna (countryside): 
I recall one of my later lessons with Liszt in the Villa d’Este, in Tivoli not far from 
Rome. Late one afternoon I sat down at the piano to play Liszt’s Harmonies du Soir. 
Before I had time to begin he called me to the window. With a wide sweep of the arm he 
pointed out the slanting rays of the declining sun which were mellowing the landscape 
with the delicate glamor of approaching twilight. “Play that,” he said. These are your 
evening harmonies.21 
 
 
                                                     
19 Sara Zamir & Juliette Hassine, “Reading Liszt's Harmonies du Soir Through the Soleil Couchant Theme 
in French Romantic Poetry”, JMM: The Journal of Music and Meaning 7, Section 5, (Fall/Winter 2008), 3. 
20 Geoffrey Wagner, Selected Poems of Charles Baudelaire (NY, Grove Press, 1974) 
21 Gerard Carter, Rediscovering the Liszt tradition (UK, Wensleydale Press, 2006), 52. 
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Figure 1. View from the Cardinal Apartments, at Villa d’Este.22 
 
Analysis 
“The new versions of the Transcendental Etudes are not revisions but concert 
paraphrases of the old, and their art lies in the technique of transformation.”  
– Charles Rosen23 
 
The biggest difference between the last two versions is that two entire sections are removed from 
the middle of the work; the awkward Quasi Presto, m. 97 of the 1837 version right through to the end of 
the Allegro Vivace mm. 127—30 measures of music in total. It’s an exhausting sequence where Liszt 
seems to get lost in the repetitive nature of the etude, so this refinement is very fitting. One passage that 
                                                     
22 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Villa_d%27Este, Accessed: 2/16/2020. 
23 Charles Rosen, The Romantic Generation (Harvard University Press 1995), 499. 
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unfortunately did not survive was the wonderful transition in mm. 94–96 of the 1852 version (Example 
4.4), and the arrival of G major in m. 97 after the rising chromatic sequence is stellar. 
 
 
Example 4.4. Franz Liszt, Harmonies du Soir Etude No. 11 from Études d'exécution transcendante, 
S. 139, (Breitkopf & Härtel, 1852), mm. 94–96. 
 
Other improvements for the 1852 version are; mm. 7–9 are added, hands are redistributed for the chords 
in m. 16 (which makes for better 2 note slurs), different harmony in m. 33, smoother transition m. 36, 
added tie on the repeated left-hand note in m. 38, richer four-note chords instead of three-note ones in m. 
50, harp-style accompaniment in m. 59 instead of staccato sextuplets, extra sonority from left-hand 
accompaniment chords in m. 80, and more chromaticism with the left-hand broken octaves in m. 91.  
Taking a closer look at the 1852 version; the introductory vesper bells toll the dominant Ab 
marked ‘Glocken’ (Bells) in the score, with the dolce tenor melody in Db major entering with the theme. 
While the bass stays firmly rooted in the tonic, the underlying tonal relationship is between the first 
theme’s Db major and the second theme’s E major. E major’s light faintly shines as early as the first 
chord, and then in m. 7 much stronger, sidling between the enharmonically spelled E major rolled chord 
and Ab7 (Db’s dominant) first inversion. The first theme could be described as pastoral due to its lush 
harmonies and rolling tenor melody, and the second theme more character-based due to the recitative-
style writing (Example 4.5). After the first theme, an exploratory pianississimo dolcissimo section 
sequences through a series of falling fourths, G–D, Am–E, C–G, and on its third iteration, it arrives at a 
rapturous B major appassionato section full of four note chords in the right hand climaxing at m. 50. Liszt 
30 
often uses three repetitions of a phrase for him to successfully ‘transcend’ it to the next section. Jim 
Samson points out this is a study in sonority, going on to say “Liszt’s music is a composition of 
performance.” 24 His point may be that Liszt’s many sequences through key changes create an aura of an 
improvisation—something Chopin and Alkan do not do. 
 
 
Example 4.5. Franz Liszt, Harmonies du Soir Etude No. 11 from Études d'exécution transcendante, 
S. 139, (Breitkopf & Härtel, 1852), Second Recitative Theme, mm. 58–69. 
 
The climactic swell then calms to make way for the second theme’s fragmentary harp-like chord, 
spread across two hands accompanying the sentimental melody (Example 4.5). August Göllerich reported 
that when Frederic Lamond played Harmonies du Soir for Liszt in a masterclass in 1886, he suggested 
playing the harp-like accompaniment “quite short” in this passage.25 This makes sense considering the 
1837 version has a staccato left hand accompaniment here. This is not so obvious in some editions like 
Breitkopf and Härtel’s, where the pedal markings have been removed. In Friedheim’s piano roll of the 
                                                     
24 Samson, Virtuosity and the Musical Work, 78. 
25 Carter, Rediscovering the Liszt Tradition, 25. 
31 
piece, m. 58 features a tastefully improvised ornament for the lead-in of the second E major section. Such 
charming additions to the score have fallen out of fashion now, and you don’t see them in live 
performances or recordings anymore. 
Then a Molto-animato version of the earlier exploratory section marked ‘Trionfante’ 
(triumphant), again navigating through series of falling fourth tonal centers, E–B, D–A, C–Fm, and again 
it’s the arrival of the third one that catapults us into a tumult of bravura octaves and chromaticism.  
As Liszt pushes the boundaries of what a pianist and their instrument can do, he is also aware of 
the limitations of music notation, and isn’t afraid of innovating. In this etude, he uses a rare type of 
marking in mm. 98–100 (Example 4.6), a marking that appears earlier in Liszt’s writing, and not to be 
mistaken as a vertical accent wedge. In this passage he creates a three handed effect; where the overall 
texture could be heard as three or even four hands being used to play at one time. A pianist would be 
tempted to take time for the big leaps, but Liszt’s unusual wedge marking could be interpreted as an 
accent, encouraging a fast jump from the outer octaves so that the first two inner chords have some agogic 
weight. 
 
 
Example 4.6. Franz Liszt, Harmonies du Soir Etude No. 11 from Études d'exécution transcendante, 
S. 139, (Breitkopf & Härtel, 1852), mm. 98–100. 
 
For what it may lack in comparison to Chopin’s structured didactic focus, it more than excels in 
creating a specific visual soundscape. As Liszt matured, the poetic vision was more important than the 
32 
bravura in his music, as we can see in records of his piano lessons. Liszt possibly raised the bar higher 
again after Chopin, with his union of poetic conception and technical mastery.
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Chapter 5: ALKAN’S PROGRAMATICISM 
Biography 
“Charles-Valentin Alkan wrote almost entirely for the piano, but he never has been, and 
probably never will be popular with pianists.” – Joseph Bloch1 
 
 
Charles-Valentin Alkan (1813–1888) was a French-Jewish child prodigy who from a very young 
age studied both piano and organ at the Paris Conservatoire and won many prizes. He studied there with 
Joseph Zimmermann, whose legacy was his Encyclopédie du pianist; a complete method of piano 
playing.2 Zimmerman also composed 24 Etudes, Op.21 (Paris, 1840) seven years before Alkan would go 
on to write the etude we’ll investigate. The Zimmerman Etudes are lesser known, with a very small 
amount of copies of the Launer edition in libraries around the world.3 
At age 13, Alkan began to appear as a piano soloist in leading Parisian salons, and by age 24 he 
was looked upon as one of the leading virtuosi in Paris. He was a friend to both Chopin and Liszt, and he 
dedicated a work to each of them. He later lived next door to Chopin on the Square d’Orleans from 1837–
1848. Liszt once wrote to Frits Hartvigson stating Alkan had “the finest piano technique of anyone he 
knew.” 4 
At the height of his success in 1845, he withdrew from the concert stage for the remainder of his 
life—barring the occasional return, during which he composed and immersed himself in the study and 
translation of the Bible and the Talmud. Alkan had a great passion for the study of theology, including the 
New Testament, and he devoted himself to completing a new translation of the Bible into French. This 
translation, like some of his musical compositions, is now unfortunately lost.5 His music also has some 
                                                     
1 Joseph Bloch, Charles Valentin Alkan, Thesis (Indianapolis, IN: Harvard University, 1941), 1. 
2 Frédéric Robert, "Zimmermann, Pierre-Joseph-Guillaume." Grove Music Online. 2001. 
3 According to a worldcat.org search on February 20th, 2020. 
4 Ronald Smith, Alkan: The Man, the Music Vol. I (London: Kahn & Averill, 2000), 95. 
5 Brigitte François-Sappey, Charles Valentin Alkan (Paris, Fayard, 1991), 50. 
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religious connections and he once said if he could have his life over again he would like to set the entire 
Bible to music.6 
Pianist and composer Jack Gibbons writes: 
“Alkan’s career suffered greatly for his being Jewish at a time when French society had 
strongly anti-Semitic elements in it. This, coupled with a highly sensitive nature that 
made him very vulnerable to any form of criticism led him to lead a semi-reclusive 
existence for much of his life.” 7   
 
  Isolating himself from the general musical life of Paris, he continued giving lessons, and writing 
almost exclusively for the piano—including the Op. 39 Etudes. 1848 in particular brought significant 
disappointment. Alkan could have been the successor to Zimmermann at the Conservatoire, especially 
being Zimmerman’s most brilliant (and at one time favorite) pupil, but the Director Daniel Auber sadly 
chose to appoint Alkan’s student Antoine Marmontel instead.8 Marmontel was an excellent teacher, but 
his pianistic skills weren’t comparable to Alkan’s, and a combination of political concerns from Auber in 
connection with his brother Louis, and favoritism from the Director of the Fine Arts Department, led the 
decision to go towards Marmontel, even to the public’s surprise.9 
Alkan’s withdrawal was also compounded by the death of Chopin. In a depressing letter from 
1850 he wrote to friend Santiago Masarnau "I have lost the strength to be of any economic or political use 
… the death of poor Chopin, another blow which I felt deeply." 10 On his deathbed in 1849, Chopin 
bequeathed Alkan his unfinished work on a piano method hoping he would complete it, and after 
Chopin's death a number of his students transferred to Alkan.11  
                                                     
6 Jack Gibbons, The Myths of Alkan. Accessed February 22nd, 2020. 
http://www.jackgibbons.com/alkanmyths.htm, 2002. 
7 Jack Gibbons, Charles-Valentin Alkan (1813 -1888). Accessed April 18th, 2019. 
http://www.jackgibbons.com/alkan.htm, 1999. 
8 Keith Anderson, Alkan: 12 Etudes, Op. 35, Le festin d'Esope, Scherzo diabolico CD Liner notes (Naxos, 
1993). 
9 William Eddie, Charles Valentin Alkan: His Life and His Music (Vermont, Ashgate, 2007), 78. 
10 Letter to Masarnau of 29 March 1850, Sanjurjo Collection, Spanish National Historical Archives. 
11 Smith, Alkan, 48. 
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He died in 1888 at the age of 74 leaving behind a legacy of piano compositions, many of which 
weren’t performed in his lifetime. It wasn’t until advocates like Raymond Lewenthal and Ronald Smith 
started recording his music that the public got to know it. Marc-André Hamelin, his more recent advocate, 
is a marvel virtuoso who has performed Alkan's music worldwide and recorded the composer's major 
works including a lot of the etudes. Through his vast experience with the music, Hamelin is surely 
qualified to claim that: 
The great musical worth of Alkan's music makes it worthwhile to master the difficulties, 
even though it would take a lot of time.12 
 
Alkan’s Piano Etudes 
“Alkan chose to emphasize the macabre, bizarre aspects of 19th Century Romanticism. 
His music with its cutting dissonances and rhythmic drive, often approaches ugliness and 
is the product of a misanthropic, eccentric mind.” – Joseph Bloch13 
 
Alkan took the etude genre, and the limits of a pianist’s technique to new heights. Within his 
etudes he achieves an orchestral power in his understanding of texture—in places even more so than Liszt 
(Op. 39 No. 12) and sonority reigns supreme. This unique style comes from contrasting orchestral timbres 
such as bell-tones, chordal brass sounds, flowing string melody writing and tremolando. Other aspects of 
his style is his progressive tonality, and the way he exploits the relatively new registers of the piano. 
Apart from 12 Etudes for organ or pedal piano in 1866, two etudes without opus number in 1840 and 
1857, and Le preux, étude de concert for four hands in 1844, Alkan wrote four collections of etudes for 
piano. 
 
Table 3. Charles Valentin Alkan’s Etude Collections. 
                                                     
12 Marc-André Hamelin, It’s all about the music, DVD, directed by Robert Chesterman (England: Hyperion 
Records, 2006). 
13 Bloch, Charles Valentin Alkan, 1. 
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Etude Titles Date Published 
Op. 16, Trois études de bravoure (Three Etudes of Bravery) 1837 
Op. 76, Trois grandes études (Three Grand Etudes) 1839 
Op. 35, Douze études dans tous les tons majeurs (Twelve Etudes in 
All the Major Keys) 
1848 
Op. 39, Douze études dans tous les tons mineurs (Twelve Etudes in 
All the Minor Keys) 
1857 
 
It brings sobering perspective to note that around the time Alkan was writing his Op 35, 
composers like Stephen Heller (1813–1888) were still writing etudes in the classical style like his Etude 
Op. 46 No. 12 (1844) (Example 5.1).  
 
 
Example 5.1. Stephen Heller, 30 Etudes Progressives Op 46. No. 12, mm. 1–3 
 
Hans von Bülow calls Alkan’s etudes “the most difficult piano music ever conceived,”14 and 
Edward Dannreuther speaks of Alkan’s writing as having “technical effects carried to the very verge of 
impossibility.”15 Alkan’s originality confounded many of his contemporaries, and for him notation was 
more important than the sound. He usually refused to spell enharmonically and his scores sometimes 
                                                     
14 Jean Baptiste Cramer, Fifty Selected Piano-Studies, ed. Hans von Bülow (NY, G. Schirmer, 1904), II. 
15 Edward Dannreuther, Oxford History of Music, Vol. 6 (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1905), 69. 
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featured unusual keys or triple sharps or flats. In Op. 35 No. 10 (third staff on p. 172 of the Dover edition) 
F triple sharp is used to logically precede G double-sharp. 
The Op. 35 12 Etudes in All the Major Keys were published in two volumes in 1847. The first six 
in the first volume are Etudes more in the Chopin style and are not only systematic in technicality, but 
exhaustive. The keys appear in order of ascending fourths, making for smooth transitions from one to the 
next. One of the highlights from the twelve, is the programmatic element in the seventh etude L’incendie 
au village voisin (fire in the neighbouring village). This work has amazing imagery which we’ll get into 
in the next subchapter. The tenth etude in G-flat has the title Chant d’amour—chant de mort, (song of 
love—song of death) with heightened major-to-minor shifts, and a tragic, menacing coda. This etude also 
carries with it a Latin motto meaning "And when you expect light, comes darkness". This first volume 
could considered be a technical preface to the longer more involved second collection.  
In 1857, its sequel arrived—Op. 39 12 Etudes in All the Minor Keys—published six years after 
the final version of the Liszt Transcendental Etudes. Op. 39 includes a four movement symphony, a three 
movement concerto, and the last etude—Le festin d'Esope—which has twenty five brilliant variations. 
Totaling a massive 275 pages, Op. 39 came at a time of some professional disappointments for Alkan, and 
an isolation that was becoming pathological. Although they complement the earlier set, it is as if they 
grew far beyond the creator's original intent, with a purpose of pushing the limit of the player’s 
technique.16 There is a wide gamut of genre represented: contrapuntal exercises; two descriptive fantasies; 
Nos. 4 to 7 are a Symphony for solo piano; and Nos. 8 to 10 are a 50 minute long—121 page—three 
movement concerto for solo piano. 
 
                                                     
16 The first as an example, Etude No. 1 Comme le vent is marked ‘Prestissimamente’ (as fast as possible) 
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Example 5.2. Charles Alkan, Etude Op. 39 No. 12, Paris, Dover, 1857. Final Variation, mm. 261–
263 
 
Alkan was fond of thick chords, such as the final variation of Le Festin d’Esope Op. 39 No. 12 
(Example 5.2). One can see over-the-top demands of pedaling in the 19th variation, creating huge roaring 
sonorities. Alkan also used thick chords in close proximity together in a single register of the piano, as in 
the Op. 35 No. 11. Other pianistic techniques that make up his unique style are huge scales and arpeggios 
(Op. 76 No. 3 and Op. 39 No. 12), chordal leaps (Op. 39 No. 12), octaves (Op. 17 ‘Le Preux’), and 
stretches (Op. 35 Nos. 2, 6, 8). 
The Op. 39 etudes are almost as far removed from Liszt’s as Liszt’s are from Chopin’s, and 
involve complex and expanded forms. Both sets proceed through keys in a series of ascending fourths 
starting on A, so that the final chord of each piece cadences perfectly into the next key. This could be 
encouragement to play in the order presented, but in my experience often one or two heady etudes are 
plenty for a varied, listenable program, let alone two hours (the length of Op. 39) of intense minor key 
etudes.  
Quantity and length are other difficulties in performing Alkan’s music. With so many pianistic 
devices utilized, the virtuoso quality of his music lies in his piling up of difficulty on top of difficulty. 
Inevitably large sections repeated in different keys result in a diminishing of musical interest, and while it 
is a wonderful challenge for the endurance of the pianist, it is perhaps one of the biggest weaknesses in 
the listenability of Alkan’s music.  
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Etude Op. 35 No. 7 “L'incendie au village voisin” 
“Behind all the virtuosity, and when all the myths are swept away, what is left is a very 
simple, straight forward, and honest voice, a voice that is at the heart of the music and 
that listeners seem able to respond to instantly. What grips listeners is the sheer passion 
of Alkan’s music and the strength of his musical personality.” – Jack Gibbons17 
 
Op. 35 No. 7 L'incendie au village voisin (The Fire in the Neighboring Village) launches the 
much longer second half of the twelve Op. 35 etudes. It is a remarkable programmatic etude and was 
written and published in 1847.  
Its tragic storyline arcs in a similar way to Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony (the fire in place of 
the storm), or the Lisztian symphonic poems of the next decade. It begins with a pastoral serenity which is 
interrupted by an outbreak of fire, rescued by fire-fighters who are unsuccessful at first, and then relief for 
which the villagers give thanks in a hymn of gratitude.  
Musicologists are rather divided about the etude. On one hand Georges Beck declares “A flat 
style” and “effects that are mere noise,”18 on the other hand van Dieren thought this etude to be “an 
exquisite tone painting.”19 Sorabji also praised it as “very remarkable, most original in form, and 
practically a fantasy,”20 a convincing new label for the etude genre as it grows in size, length, and amount 
of contrasting sections developed. Joseph Bloch makes an interesting point in his thesis on Alkan that 
“Music that can arouse such contradiction over a 100 years after its creation must have some valid and 
vital qualities. At least it’s worth discussion and analysis.”21 
 
Analysis 
The free-form ternary fantasy opens up with a lilting siciliano-rhythm choral “dolce ed amoroso” 
(sweet and loving), with beautifully calm four part harmony. The string quartet or SATB four-voice 
                                                     
17 Jack Gibbons, http://www.jackgibbons.com/alkanmyths.htm, 2002, Accessed: 4/18/2018 
18 Eddie, Charles Valentin Alkan, 103. 
19 Ibid., 59. 
20 Ronald Smith, Alkan Volume Two: The Music (New York, Taplinger Publishing, 1987), 104. 
21 Bloch, Charles Valentin Alkan, 3. 
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texture features stunning soprano melody writing, with abundant alto and tenor inner melody lines, 
befitting any string quartet arrangement. After a pianissimo momentary modulation to the distant Gb 
major, the focus on the quaint villager scene changes to melody in Bb major, this time with a bouncing 
bass accompaniment. This left hand busyness portrays a bustling happy village scene, still with the 
amoroso sostenuto melody in the right. Right before the tonic resolution of a perfect cadence in m. 31, a 
sudden low tolling bell on G in the distance interrupts mid cadence (Example 5.3). After the third 
interruption, the persistent alarm bell strikes send the villagers scurrying off in a frenzy of tritones.  
 
 
Example 5.3. Charles Alkan, Etude Op. 35 No. 7, Paris, Costallat, 1898. mm. 30–34 
 
The next C minor section starting in m. 49 (Example 5.4)—which is repeated in m. 67 a whole 
step lower—is one of the most intense of the piece. Its relentless chords in the left hand make this etude 
almost unplayable for pianists without a tenth in their reach, and double forte right hand broken-octave 
scales and arpeggios are full of fear and mayhem.  
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Example 5.4. Charles Alkan, Etude Op. 35 No. 7, Paris, Costallat, 1898, mm. 49–52 
 
The next passage starting at m. 84 is possibly the most awkward one of the etude, with a thick 
uninteresting left hand bass (Example 5.5), and a difficult arpeggio figures in the right hand reaching up 
to a tenth, with a melody strewn across the fifth finger. Again the pianist has to pace themselves, and take 
great care in right hand alignment across the stretchier figures. 
 
 
Example 5.5. Charles Alkan, Etude Op. 35 No. 7, Paris, Costallat, 1898, mm. 84–85 
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Suddenly after a surprise ending, Soldatescamente (Soldiers) marks the pianissimo entrance of 
the fire brigade, with their jolly staccato march accompanied by walking bass line octaves (Example 5.6). 
Tension builds as crashing chords and challenging leaps combat the flames. Intensity builds yet again, 
and the fight eventually caves to another explosion of terror, and with the marking ‘con furia’ the 
relentless broken-octave scales and arpeggios return for a third time, much to everyone’s (even the 
pianists) dismay.  
 
 
Example 5.6. Charles Alkan, Etude Op. 35 No. 7, Paris, Costallat, 1898, mm. 108–110 
 
This time Alkan ups the ante, and has the pianist smashing six note chords in the left hand—eight in a 
row in mm. 128–129. This all climaxes in a ‘clamando’ passage (crying out) and after some ripped 
arpeggios that mimic outbursting flames amongst a dying fire, things settle down with a sea of tremolo—
two pages full.  
The work ends with a Cantica (a religious song) in a six part style, a moving hymn of thanks from 
the villagers in tender, diatonic chordal style. After an almost direct musical quote from Beethoven’s 
Piano Sonata Op. 27 No. 1 – Adagio (Example 5.7), the etude rises finally to a majestic plagal cadence. 
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Example 5.7. Charles Alkan, Etude Op. 35 No. 7, Paris, Costallat, 1898, mm. 203–207 
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Chapter 6: THE CULMINATION OF THE ROMANTIC CONCERT ETUDE 
“Chopin and Liszt are the musicians who by their work saved piano composition from the 
shallowness into which it was in danger of falling or had already fallen.” – Alfred 
Einstein1 
 
The early examples of etudes we looked at in the introduction (Couperin, Scarlatti, Bach) are still 
just as fit for the stage today as some of the romantic concert etudes, but now after studying these 
romantic etudes we can see how much more elaborate and varied they are.  
As we already know, the induction of exercises came from the rise in popularity of the 
instrument, and the need for the new amateur class of musician. However, the etude eventually developed 
into an artist-level virtuosic tone poem, where a different type of pianist was targeted. Only a select few 
with enviable technique can execute some of the harder etudes. Having performed these three etudes 
myself among many others from the same composers, they are not only a great “litmus test” for a 
pianist’s technique, efficiency, and stamina—but are enjoyably rewarding music to study, perform, and 
listen to.  
Composers often thrive within the confines of a genre; take Beethoven Piano Sonatas, or the 
Schubert Lieder as an example. Composers in the early 19th century exploded with creativity even within 
the unchartered boundaries of the etude. As they created more technically demanding piano music, they 
inherently created a feeling of struggle or difficulty in performance that affected the sound of the music as 
well. This helped the composer portray a musical feeling or character; for example war (Revolutionary), 
yearning (Harmonies du soir), or desperation (L'incendie au village voisin). 
Chopin approached his Etudes “problem by problem” (thirds, sixths, octaves, arpeggios, etc.), and 
along the way built an intensity through his virtuosity. He pushed musical and technical boundaries, while 
still writing incredibly pianistic music. 
                                                     
1 Alfred Einstein, Music in the Romantic Era (W.W. Norton, 1975), 202. 
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Liszt’s exploratory harmonies, sequences, and dual tonalities are unique to the three etudes, and 
his transformation of themes creates a spontaneous improvisatory effect. Creating a scheme in the 
Transcendental Etudes of architectonic tonality, he showed the greatness of his genius—giving specific 
timbral clues and textural instructions in the score, creating greater scope in the sound than any prior 
etudes.  
Though both composers are, so to speak, tone poets, where Liszt's grandest creations 
recall the rhetorical expansiveness of Shakespeare or Hugo, Alkan often seems akin to 
Dante in his starkness, a starkness anticipating the notorious brusquerie of Albéric 
Magnard and verging on enigma.2 
 
Where Liszt left off, Alkan’s etudes go further, showing narrative depiction with more specificity, 
and creating textures with distinct connotations to a scene. Relentless section repetitions capture a 
helpless predicament; a village-wide disaster where fire terrorizes as far as the eye can see. Alkan’s 
compositional strengths are well suited for the etude, particularly in his masterful ways of spinning out 
ideas. As the etude grew this big though, at which point would it lose its viability on stage? 
The emerging styles and new pianistic techniques in the etudes I have pointed out for each 
composer, not only show a wide range of writing style between them, but a fascinating growth of a 
“romantic character piece” designed for a different purpose than the classical exercise. The technical and 
compositional aspects across these three works spanning twenty years (1831–51) show huge progression 
and development within the genre, form, structure, and overall scope. 
Following the romantic era, teachers and composers didn’t stop writing for the beginner, and few 
matched the masterful level of writing we’ve seen in this essay. The etude after 1850 went in different 
directions, but did not change to a large degree. There are also the well-known composers who—despite 
their extensive contribution to piano literature—did not write any etudes; Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, 
Weber, Schubert, Ravel, Albeniz, and Granados. This was certainly not because they were inept at 
presenting pianists with technical challenges. Maybe it was the genre itself that seemed less attractive to 
                                                     
2 Adrian Corleonis, Chant d'amour - Chant de mort. https://www.allmusic.com. Accessed: 22/02/2002. 
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them. One thing our three composers in this essay have in common was their passion for teaching, in 
addition to their indisputable genius as composers and performers. And above all, they all had a desire to 
push both themselves and other performers to a height unsurpassed in romantic piano music. 
After the first half of the nineteenth century, as the etude began to morph into wonderful shapes, 
there would be many composers to come who would create their own unique styles. Some would continue 
to write etudes based on Paganini’s etudes (Robert Schumann in 1835, Johannes Brahms in 1863); write 
tone poems (Anton Rubinstein in 1885); find a blend of styles epitomizing romantic etudes (Alexander 
Scriabin in 1887); continue in the style of romantic character piece (Sergei Rachmaninoff in 1911); 
continue in Chopin’s style and rearrange etudes (Leopold Godowsky in 1914); and some would still write 
etudes with a strong pedagogical focus (Claude Debussy in 1915). 
By the mid-twentieth century the traditional romantic etude faded into the past, and the etude 
genre became more experimental. Composers wrote etudes in strict twelve-tone technique (Joseph Hauer 
in 1919); jazz style (Earl Wild in 1955); piano with orchestra (Nikolai Kapustin in 1974, not to mention 
his fantastic jazz style etudes); ragtime etudes (William Bolcom in 1983); and of course pushing the 
boundary of technique again (György Ligeti in 1985).  
 The etude has then served many purposes, served many piano teachers, and served many pianists. 
Across these works we have witnessed the etude gain more and more musical prominence, alongside 
unimaginable growth in the limitations of piano music.
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